
The contract enables our expert teams at the
Universities of Brighton, Kent and Surrey to
build on ten years experience of supporting
health, social care and public health research.

Around 60 academics, researchers, Trust R&D
staff, clinicians, allied health professionals and
members of the public enjoyed a networking
lunch. RDS SE Director Jörg Huber followed
with an overview of RDS SE 2018-2023. Guest
presenters included Professor Martin Knapp,
Director of the NIHR School for Social Care
Research. His focus was ‘challenges and
solutions in social care research’.

Themed interactive workshops gave everyone
an opportunity to engage and to contribute.

These included 'Starting out in research'. There
was great energy and enthusiasm to share
knowledge, experiences and ideas throughout
the afternoon. Event feedback was extremely
positive and we will use the comments made
to inform future event planning.

‘The presentations were excellent and it was
great to interact with clinicians in the local
area’ (Kent researcher).

We plan to run stakeholder events every year.
Our 2019 event will be in November – make
sure to join the RDS SE mailing list for news.
www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/join-our-mailing-list.
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RDS SE launches new contract
On 31 October 2018, we launched the new RDS SE five-year contract 
at a special event held in London. Colleagues across the region joined 
us in looking forward to raising the level and quality of south east health
and social care research.

RDS SE: 
Looking ahead
Our overarching aims for 
our current contract until
2023 are:

• to advise and support
those applying for applied
health, social care and
public health research
funding

• to increase outreach and
engagement with local
health, social care and
public health organisations

• to embed public and
patient involvement 
in all activities.

Research Design Service South East (RDS SE)
Newsletter 9 Spring 2019

www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk



Professor Kathryn Greenwood
Kathryn is a Professor 
of Psychology at the
University of Sussex, and
an experienced researcher
in mental health (see p5).

Ann-Marie Towers
Ann-Marie is a Senior
Research Fellow at the
Personal Social Services
Research Unit (PSSRU),
University of Kent.

Dr Karen Jones
Karen is Director of the
Personal Social Services
Research Unit (PSSRU),
University of Kent.

Professor Jackie Cassell
Jackie is Head of the
Dept of Primary Care and
Public Health, and
Director of Research and
Knowledge Exchange at
Brighton and Sussex
Medical School (BSMS).

Dr Catherine Evans
Catherine is a clinical
academic at Sussex
Community NHS
Foundation Trust and
King’s College. She
specialises in palliative
care and nursing.

Professor Simon de Lusignan
Simon is Professor of
Primary Care and Clinical
Informatics/Head of the
Department of Clinical
and Experimental
Medicine at the
University of Surrey.

Professor Patricia Wilson
Tricia is Professor of
Primary & Community
Care at the University
of Kent Centre for
Health Services Studies
(CHSS), and RDS SE
Strategic PPI Lead.

Dr Agnieszka (Aggie) Michael
Aggie is a Medical
Director at Surrey
Clinical Trials Unit and a
divisional lead for cancer
in the Clinical Research
Network Kent, Surrey
and Sussex.

Professor Stephen Peckham
Stephen is Professor
of Health Policy and
Director of CHSS,
University of Kent. 

2

Welcome

Newly-appointed RDS SE co-applicants and collaborators
Our valued co-applicants and collaborators across the south
east support the RDS SE management team. We work closely
together to share expertise and link to health, social care and
public health networks.

Our six co-applicants all sit on the RDS SE Strategic Management Group.

Dr Chris Jones (CTU)
Chris is Research Fellow
in Medical Statistics
(Clinical Medicine) at
BSMS at the University
of Brighton.

Dr Julie George
Julie is Consultant in
Public Health at Surrey
County Council and
Honorary Snr Clinical
Lecturer at University
College London. 

Professor Peter McGill
Peter is Professor of
Clinical Psychology of
Learning Disability/Acting
Director of University
of Kent Tizard Centre.

Our six collaborators have a wide range of expertise and experience and work 
with us to strengthen links to key stakeholder organisations.

Foreword

Professor Jörg Huber,
Director, RDS SE

Dear Colleagues and Friends,

Welcome to the first newsletter 
of RDS SE III, as we sometimes refer to
our still relatively new (from 1 October
2018) contract.

We recently appointed lead advisers
for social care, with Dr Ann-Marie
Towers (Kent) now providing expert
strategic input. We also welcome new
RDS SE co-applicants and collaborators,
and Research Advisers Dr Wendy Wood
(Sussex), Dr Sabina Hulbert (Kent) and
Dr Manavi Maharshi (Surrey).

Professor Patricia Wilson (Kent) is new
Strategic Lead for PPI, supported by
Regional Operational Lead Duncan
Barron (Sussex) and our team of
specialists. Our PPI grants form a key
part of our work to ensure that we
embed PPI in all our advising activities.

I encourage you to peruse these pages
highlighting the support RDS provides –
frequently in tandem with CRN, CTUs,
Trust R&D offices and HEIs. Above all,
talk to us about your research ideas, 
and make use of our free service.

We aim to deliver a consistent, reliable
and responsive service. I am very
grateful to all staff in their varied roles,
supporting and delivering a great
service.

As your RDS, we look forward
to working with you to develop your –
and our region's – research plans.

With very best wishes,
Jörg

www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk

https://www.kent.ac.uk/tizard/staff/acadstaff/peter_mcgill.html
https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/iris/browse/profile?upi=JGEOR67
https://www.bsms.ac.uk/about/contact-us/staff/dr-chris-jones.aspx
https://www.kent.ac.uk/chss/staff/research/peckham.html
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/people/agnieszka-michael
https://www.kent.ac.uk/chss/staff/research/wilson.html
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/people/simon-de-lusignan
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/nursing/departments/cicelysaunders/about/people/academic/evansc
https://www.bsms.ac.uk/about/contact-us/staff/professor-jackie-cassell.aspx
https://www.pssru.ac.uk/our-people/14/
https://www.pssru.ac.uk/our-people/ann-marie-towers/?page=all
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/profiles/86134
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Numerous worrying studies
are showing that increasingly,
GPs are suffering from,
or at risk of, burnout, stress
and anxiety. Many are
considering retiring or
leaving the profession.

There is increasing evidence that
mindfulness is beneficial in improving
stress levels and reducing anxiety and
depression. Parliamentary Report
Mindful Nation UK recommended that
government departments should
encourage mindfulness training for
public sector staff to combat stress and
improve organisational effectiveness.

Dr Neil Pillai, a GP at the Ivy Court
Surgery, Kent, wanted to apply for
funding to explore for the first time
whether a modified mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT) course has
the potential to reduce stress and
burnout among NHS GPs. The eight-
week course teaches participants many
things, including how to pay attention to
their present moment experience and so
develop more helpful responses to
situations as they arise.

Dr Pillai came to the RDS SE in Kent as a
first-time researcher, for support with a
funding application to the Royal College
of General Practitioners (RCGP). RDS SE
Research Advisers Dr Kate Hamilton-
West and Dr Tracy Pellatt-Higgins
worked with him to develop his
application and were co-investigators.
Tracy provided specialist statistical
support for the project.

Dr Pillai was delighted to receive £1,500
from RCGP South East Thames Faculty
to undertake a feasibility study.

Findings of the preliminary evaluation
were promising. After the MCBT course,
stress and burnout scores improved
compared to baseline.

Dr Pillai said: ‘GPs reported that the
course helped them manage work
pressures, feel more relaxed, enjoy their
work and experience greater empathy
and compassion (for self, colleagues and
patients). Compliance with the
intervention was very high. We intend
to apply for further funding to evaluate
this approach in a larger sample of GPs.
Patients as well as GPs will benefit, and
those benefits could extend to other
NHS staff at risk of burnout.’

Kate Hamilton-West said: ‘I really
enjoyed working with Dr Pillai in
developing the application for funding
and taking the study forward. It was a
great project to be involved with and
very timely given the incredible
pressures facing NHS GPs.’

Findings of the study were published 
in Primary Health Care Research and
Development. The team now hope to
undertake further research to evaluate
this approach within a larger randomized
controlled trial.

Does a modified mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT) course have
the potential to reduce stress and
burnout in NHS GPs? Feasibility study.
Primary Health Care Research &
Development, Volume 19, Issue 6
https://bit.ly/2Crm9l4

Evaluation of eight-week mindfulness course
to reduce stress and burnout among NHS GPs

https://bit.ly/2Crm9l4
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Gail’s study will combine SABR with
new imaging approaches to design a
novel method to plan delivery of SABR.
It could potentially result in fewer
patients developing severe side effects,
allowing SABR to become a viable
treatment option for patients currently
excluded through high risk of
complications from unwanted radiation
to healthy tissue. Gail hopes her study
will lead on to a future clinical trial.

Gail’s relationship with RDS SE began
when she attended one of our events
which included an NIHR Fellowships
overview and an introduction to Patient
and Public Involvement (PPI). She then
met with RDS advisers to discuss her
plans. Although Gail felt the meeting was
quite overwhelming, it proved an
extremely useful ‘reality check’ on what
a successful application requires.

Key areas of RDS SE support included
advice on how to increase and improve
on the PPI aspect, ensuring an extensive
training and development plan was in
place, improving the readability of the
application and clarifying the
justification for the Fellowship.

Gail’s application benefited from RDS SE
pre-submission panel (PSP) feedback as
well as a mock interview. Gail found the
interview extremely helpful. It took
place within a friendly environment
providing an opportunity for
constructive feedback.

Dr Ellen Donovan (see p8) was the lead
RDS SE adviser. She said: ‘We have
worked with Gail here at Surrey with her
applications and interview preparation.
Gail previously applied to the ICA
scheme but was unsuccessful. She has
shown great tenacity and we are
delighted that she has now been
successful with her DRF application’.

Gail was very happy with the advice she
received. ‘The RDS SE team are
extremely approachable, and provide
honest and constructive advice, which
along with the mock interview and PSP
were invaluable, and served to
significantly strengthen my application –
it has been a challenging, but rewarding
journey’.

Gail Distefano is a Medical
Physicist specialising in
Radiotherapy Physics at the
Royal Surrey Hospital.
The RDS SE Surrey team
supported Gail in successfully
applying for an NIHR
Doctoral Fellowship. She
received an award of
£243,663 for a study testing
a novel method to treat lung
cancer with radiotherapy.

Stereotactic Ablative Radiotherapy
(SABR) offers major advantages over
conventional radiotherapy. However,
the high doses of radiation necessary
means SABR must be delivered
extremely accurately to avoid unwanted
radiation to healthy tissue. X-ray images
are used to facilitate this, but movement
of a tumour through normal breathing
means that the irradiated volume must
be larger than the tumour – limiting who
can receive treatment.

Doctoral Fellowship success for Gail
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In the RfPB study, more young people
were engaged with the new approach at
12 months. It improved isolation, trust,
personal goals, communication, shared
decision-making and family involvement.

Kathryn, a Professor of Psychology at
Sussex University, contacted RDS SE 
in Brighton. She wanted to apply for
funding to build on this previous work
with the EYE intervention. RDS SE
Research Adviser Claire Rosten
supported her throughout the
application process and advised the
team on comments fed back from the
panel once provisional funding was
announced. An RDS SE PPI Grant
helped the team build strong patient 
and public involvement (PPI) into 
every stage of the project. Professor
Greenwood said: ‘It is vital that young
people shape the project and co-deliver
the research to make sure it is useful,
relevant and of high quality’.

In 2018 the NIHR Health Services and
Delivery Research Programme awarded
£1.5m for a three-year randomised
controlled trial.

The EYE-2 study aims to improve
services so that more people who have a
first episode of psychosis stay engaged
and benefit from them. The research will
use the new intervention, adapted for
those from ethnic minorities, with 720
young people in 18 EIP services in
Manchester, London and the South of
England. Half the services will deliver
EYE and the remainder the existing
pathway. The main outcome will be
whether EYE helps keep young people
engaged with services. The project will
also measure changes in mental and
physical health, work experience, social
life, recovery, service satisfaction, and
whether EYE saves money for the NHS.

Find out more:
www.isanyoneelselikeme.org.uk

Every year,
around 7,500
young people in
England develop
the severe
mental health
problem psychosis. 
It generally begins between
ages 14-35, and has long-
term effects.

Those experiencing it may die earlier
than the general population, from 
suicide and physical health problems.
Early intervention in the first 3 years
of psychosis can improve long-term
outcomes and reduce hospital admissions
and suicide risk. Unfortunately, a quarter
of young people disengage with Early
Intervention in Psychosis (EIP) services
in the first year, at significant cost
to their mental health, their families,
society and the NHS.

Kathryn Greenwood of Sussex
Partnership NHS Foundation Trust
previously carried out a successful 
NIHR Research for Patient Benefit
(RfPB) feasibility study and pilot of a
team-based motivational intervention –
EYE (Early Youth Engagement) to
improve engagement and outcomes
for young people.

The EYE project aimed to reduce
disengagement by developing a new
approach with young people, parents
and EIP staff. EYE addresses issues that
may put people off, such as how staff
talk to them, how much family and
friends are included, and how services
help with goals, treatment choices and
preferences. Support resources include
a website, booklets co-written with
young people, and staff training using
motivational techniques.

Improving Early Youth Engagement in first
episode psychosis: The (EYE-2) study



In February 2019, YPAG KSS were
delighted to win a ‘Highly Commended’
Partner Award from the Clinical
Research Network KSS for Involving
Patients in Research.

Read more about the group’s work:
www.nihr.ac.uk/news/young-peoples-
advisory-group-kent-surrey-and-sussex-
celebrates-its-first-year/10040

Researchers with new ideas to present
to YPAG, please contact Professor Paul
Seddon: seddop@googlemail.com

Photo by permission of Richard Scott
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The Kent, Surrey and Sussex
Young People’s Advisory
Group (YPAG) for research
into the health of Children
and Young People has plenty
to celebrate. In November
2018 the group marked its
first birthday with a special
meeting where they used
graffiti art to capture their
discussions.

The YPAG members, aged eight to
eighteen, and the parallel Parent and
Carers group (PaC) work closely together
to give advice to researchers developing
research proposals around child health.

The group is a joint venture between
NIHR Clinical Research Network Kent,
Surrey and Sussex (CRN KSS), NIHR
Research Design Service South East
(RDS SE), INVOLVE and clinician-
researchers from Sussex NHS Trusts.
The group meets on a Saturday every
other month at the Royal Alexandra
Children’s Hospital in Brighton.

Public involvement news

www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk

A successful year of involving young people
in research

Public members take 
a seat at RDS SE
Advisory Board
As part of ongoing work to ensure
that the public perspective lies at the
heart of our structure and activities,
we are now appointing two public
members to join the new RDS SE
Advisory Board.

The Board was established for our
new contract to offer external
oversight and quality assurance of
the RDS SE service.

We very much look forward to
working with our new colleagues.

Need help with public
involvement?
Details of our RDS SE PPI Grant
Scheme are available on our website.
www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/patient-and-
public-involvement

In February, the RDS SE PPI
team held a Lay Panel Day
to discuss strategy and share
experiences. Lay panel
members review applications
to the RDS SE PPI grant
scheme as well as RDS-
supported applications for
funding to NIHR and other
sources.

PPI Strategy Lead Professor Patricia
Wilson’s session focused on key
strategic points for the future. The
group had fun with this as they related
PPI’s ‘four ‘R’s’ – 'refine', 'reach',
'relationships' and 'relevance' –
to humorous seaside postcards!

Regional Operational PPI Lead Duncan
Barron led a session on points to look for
when reviewing Plain English Summaries.
He highlighted new NIHR training for
public reviewers (see below) and the
group welcomed this with enthusiasm.
Later, the members worked with collage
to construct a themed visual summary of
the day’s discussions.

Access the NIHR INVOLVE online
training: www.invo.org.uk/resource-
centre/learning-and-development/public-
reviewing-with-the-national-institute-for-
health-research-nihr

RDS SE PPI Lay Panel Day
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RDS SE events focus

We offer a rolling programme
of events to suit your needs
at every step of the grant
development process.

We run writing workshops, NIHR
information days and informal drop-in
events. Our Presubmission panels (PSP)
mimic an NIHR funding panel.

Details are on our website. Each event
aims to fit your needs as your research
idea evolves into a proposal and a
potentially fundable research project.

If you would like RDS SE to tailor one 
of these events to support researchers
within your organisation, then contact
us at: rds-se@nihr.ac.uk

The researchers
attending this
year’s national
residential Grant
Development
and Writing
Retreat at the University of
Kent were very enthusiastic
about the time spent there.

All who fed back would recommend the
retreat to colleagues.

There were 13 research teams at the
retreat. They really valued protected
time and space away to think creatively
and receive expert guidance from RDS
advisers (from all regions) while
developing their research ideas.

Over three days the ideas which
emerged spanned a wide range of areas.
Group sessions and writing times were
interspersed with plenary talks from
guest speakers including NIHR Research
for Patient Benefit (RfPB) Programme
Director, Sue Ziebland (pictured).

All the speakers shared valuable tips and
insight and shared their experiences of
applying for funding.

We wish everyone success in their
future research!

RDS SE hosts National RDS Residential Grant
Development and Writing Retreat
University of Kent, 10-12 September 2018

www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk

Our events – supporting every
step of your application journey

Research Café
University of Surrey, February
2019
We held a very successful drop-in
Research Café in February at the
University of Surrey. Colleagues at
all stages of their research career
came along, from beginners to
established clinical researchers .

The café format offers researchers 
a chance to chat over a coffee with
expert RDS SE advisers about
proposals, funding and research
career development. Another
Research Café is planned for later in
2019.

Look out for details of all upcoming
events across our region, on Twitter,
our website and in our RDS SE
monthly e-bulletin.



Keep up-to-date with RDS and NIHR news!
Subscribe to RDS SE e-bulletin. Our bulletin brings researchers up to date with regional and national events,
training opportunities, funding calls and more. www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/join-our-mailing-list

Read the RDS blog for tips and hints from the RDS experts! www.rds-eastmidlands.nihr.ac.uk/blog

 Follow RDS SE: @NIHR_RDSSE

Before joining the RDS SE in
2017, Ellen was an NHS
Clinical Academic. Her
specialism is Medical Physics
with specific application to
radiotherapy. She was first a
Radiotherapy Physicist at
Raigmore Hospital, Inverness,
before joining the Royal
Marsden, London in 1995.

Ellen is an NIHR Research Training
Advocate for Healthcare Scientists. She
held NIHR fellowships at the Royal
Marsden (2014-17 NIHR Career
Development Fellow and 2010-13
HEE/NIHR Post-Doctoral Fellow).

Ellen, what is your main research
interest and what has been your most
interesting project?
Using new technology in radiotherapy
to improve breast cancer treatment and
benefit patients, which was the subject
of my PhD and post-docs. It’s been a
great experience and privilege to be
involved in UK-wide clinical trials that
have led to changes in radiotherapy
practice (Breast Dosimetry, IMPORT
and HeartSpare). My first trial
experience showed that the newest
radiotherapy techniques of the time
could reduce long-term side effects for
breast cancer patients, such as breast
shrinkage and discomfort. It was quite 
a journey from lab to patients, with
many ups and downs.

Why do you like working at RDS SE?
Great colleagues, interacting with clients
and the wide variety of interesting
projects that come to RDS. Every
project brings something different to the
Adviser experience. I like developing a
relationship with the researchers and
working out with them how we (RDS)
can best support them to produce a
really good application. I really enjoy
using my personal experience when
supporting prospective Fellowship
applicants and sharing tips for success.

Having held NIHR Fellowships yourself,
how have you helped others applying
for research training awards?
I have been involved in a range of
activities. When I was an award holder 
I presented at NIHR information events
about my Fellowship application
experience and clinical academic careers
generally. I’ve written articles for my
medical physics and engineering
colleagues. I am a mentor for several
people with NIHR Clinical Academic
fellowships. As an RDS Adviser, I share
my personal perspective with clients.

What aspects of the Fellowship
application process come up when
advising RDS clients?
We discuss whether their research
proposal fulfils the NIHR remit, their
career ambitions and why they want to
apply for a Fellowship. I put forward
suggestions to improve their
descriptions of career objectives,
current research profile and expertise.
Timing is important. Sometimes I advise
them to come back for the next round
of Fellowships, once they have had time
to add to their experience and CV. It’s
good to discuss feedback from the panel
with those whose applications are
unsuccessful the first time, and look at
possible resubmission. It’s really
rewarding when people we have seen
through the process get their Fellowship
awards; for me it’s one of the best parts
of the job!

So if you could choose a ‘dream job’
beyond research, what would you go
for?
I did think gardening, but suspect my
fingers are not green enough. For now
I’m happy being with the Research
Design Service.

See Ellen’s helpful guide How to be
successful when applying for NIHR
fellowships:

www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/Fellowships-pack-
29_01_19-v1.3-v2.pdf

Meet the RDS Adviser

Dr Ellen Donovan, RDS SE, University of Surrey 

https://www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/Fellowships-pack-29_01_19-v1.3-v2.pdf
https://www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/Fellowships-pack-29_01_19-v1.3-v2.pdf
https://www.rds-se.nihr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/Fellowships-pack-29_01_19-v1.3-v2.pdf

